The Hebrew poet Saul Tchernichowsky was born in 1875 in a small village in Tauria, in the steppe north of the Crimean peninsula. When he was a boy, his neighbours called him "a salted Greek" (grek solenyĭ in Russian). Many years later he was called "the Greek" among the Hebrew poets. Tchernichowsky learned to read Russian when he was five years old and Hebrew when he was seven. In the gymnasium in Odessa he studied Greek and Latin. Between 1918 and 1931, he translated the Odyssey and the Iliad from the original, as well as the fifteenth idyll of Theocritus and the poems of Anacreon. He was the first Hebrew writer who had never studied in a ḥeder.1
Berele is cured by a Ukrainian sorceress (volkhovitka). In the idyll "Levivot",4 the grandmother recalls the childhood of her granddaughter Rezele. All these stories are narrated in Hebrew hexameters (Tchernichowsky was the first to use them in Hebrew). The idylls were inspired by Homer and Theocritus, but also by Goethe's Hermann und Dorothea5 (1796-1797) and Adam Mickiewicz's Pan Tadeusz6-the Polish epic national poem first published in 1834. Tchernichowsky also wrote several collections of poetry for Hebrew children who were just about to learn to speak and to read. These poems-some of which have recently been republished7-describe scenes of the everyday lives of children or refer to Biblical stories or Talmudic legends.
Tchernichowsky's works drew on the memories of his own childhood. The memories which grew into his idylls and his autobiographical poems have also yielded the poet's autobiography, describing the poet's youth until his arrival at the gymnasium in Odessa.8 In this autobiography he combines the memories of the magic moments of his childhood with his family history, which he himself calls the "mythology" of the family-using the Greek word for "mythology" transliterated into Hebrew. By this he refers to the heroic deeds of his ancestors which contributed to the image of the "Hebrew hero" that he created for himself when he was still a child.
We have to be aware that the autobiographical works of Hebrew poets fulfilled part of the role that the Bildungsroman had in European literature. Clothing Jewish childhood in the garments of a Greek genre clearly reveals the universal element in the childhood experience.9 This element was based on references to Classical Antiquity. Before Tchernichowsky wrote his first idylls,
